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Abstract
Frequently, political speeches cite sources as justification for a course
of action. The reasons for citing sources include relying upon the authority
of the source as evidence of capable and well-informed decision-making.
However, sometimes, political speeches make reference to a source with-
out actually explicitly naming the source. This need not necessarily repre-
sent a problem, as there are good reasons for not always clearly citing a
source. Furthermore, should the unspecified nature of the source remain
problematic then there is an option for requesting the nature of the source.
Providing repair to such a trouble-source is ordinarily completed upon re-
ceiving a request to do so. It is the flouting of this interactional norm that
represents a moral rather than linguistic/interactional failing.
Introduction
Political speeches are high stakes events: National and international policy can
be decided as a result. Consequently, the decisions reached should be based on evi-
dence of an extremely high standard. This evidence could be a report from a body
of foreign policy experts, an analysis of economic data, or a paper from a panel of
scientists on climate change. Whatever the source for the claims made in the speech,
these sources should be made available to the interested parties; journalists, opposi-
tion parties, and, obviously, the electorate. Making such sources available for public
perusal contributes towards the transparency of the democratic process and allows
for fact checking, which is surely desirable in any high-stake situation. Commonly,
the source for the knowledge claim is referenced in the speech. However, it is not
always the case that such sources are made available during the body of the speech
──────────────────────────────────────────
* Special Instructor of Language, Language Center, Kwansei Gakuin University
Kwansei Gakuin University
Humanities Review
Vol. 23, 2018
Nishinomiya, Japan
１６３
itself.
The purpose of this paper is to outline perfectly reasonable motives for not list-
ing a source in a political speech and, furthermore, outline the simple remedy avail-
able to any interested party. This will be achieved in two ways. Firstly, I will out-
line some of the well-established theories in applied linguistics that lend themselves
to this interpretation. Secondly, a comparison will be drawn between political
speeches and conversation and this comparison will highlight the simple approach to
discourse repair that can be transposed onto political speeches.
It is important to briefly discuss the two real examples used in this paper. The
two examples are based on two public speeches made by Donald Trump, firstly
when he was a presidential candidate in 2015, and secondly, when he was President
Trump in 2018. The purpose of selecting these two examples is neither to make a
political point nor to take political sides. There were similar examples of speeches
made by politicians dating back decades, from around the world and from both
sides of the political aisle. As James Ball put it, “Donald Trump’s arrival on the po-
litical scene did not herald an immediate change from a long era of honesty in
presidential primaries” (Ball. 2017: 18). An initial draft of this paper included many
of these examples from other speakers but began to take on the appearance of a le-
gal brief rather than a paper discussing a common linguistic phenomenon. As such I
have taken the decision to use two examples only. I selected these two examples be-
cause both were very widely reported, the multiple transcriptions agree with each
other, they are recent, and they are at the highest level of government.
Why Speakers Use Sources
It is not always necessary to support or justify a knowledge claim (KC). A
speaker can make a KC without any support, and merely state it as if it is an un-
problematic truth, as shown in (1).
(1) We should reduce taxation.
A speaker can make a KC using a source as justification but not specify that source,
as seen in (2).
(2) We should reduce taxation. I read a report that recommended this course of ac-
tion.
A speaker can make a KC using a source as justification and specify that source, as
seen in (3).
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(3) We should reduce taxation. I read a report by the Treasury Secretary that recom-
mended this course of action.
Considering the three examples above, I would hope it is uncontroversial to
suggest that the action proposed in (3) is most strongly justified, the next being (2),
and (1) lacks any justification. (1) is an averral; that is, it is a statement that is not
attributed to another speaker/source (Hunston. 2001: 158-159). An averral tends to
be used for facts that exist within a common reality and therefore do not need any
justification, at least in the opinion of the speaker. In (3), the speaker has mentioned
the report and the source of the report, this unproblematically justifies the KC. Of
the three examples given, it is (2) that will serve as the main focus of this paper.
This unspecified source has the potential to be misleading.
Using Sources
However, there are perfectly reasonable motives for not explicitly mentioning
the source. In order to explore these reasons for not mentioning the source it is
helpful to begin by looking at reasons to mention a source. The primary motive for
mentioning a source as justification for an action is to piggyback on the epistemic
primacy of the source. “In social interaction people orient [to] asymmetries in the
depth, specificity or completeness of their knowledge. . . . There also appears to be
a norm that speakers should make assertions only when they have sufficient knowl-
edge and rights to do so” (Stivers, Mondada, and Steensig. 2011: 13-14). Thus, in
terms of the interactional cooperation amongst individuals, there is a moral compo-
nent that manifests as a norm when making knowledge claims and it closely mirrors
Wittgenstein’s famous admonition, “What we cannot speak about we must pass over
in silence” (Wittgenstein. [1921] 2008: 89). However, if an individual lacks first-
hand knowledge about a topic they need not pass over in silence if they have access
to the knowledge of another who does know of what they speak. Citing an individ-
ual (or a body of individuals) that is well informed on a subject is necessary if we
are to express any informed opinion outside the realm of our own first-hand knowl-
edge or experience.
In many ways, this last point speaks to the linguistic concept of evidentiality.
This concept is by no means clearly defined, with some definitions being rather nar-
rowly confined to grammatical morphemes that indicate the source of knowledge (e.
g., Aikhenvald, 2009. Murray, 2017) and as such, is not to be found in English.
Others “take evidentials to constitute a linguistic category which applies to predic-
tions that the speaker assumes have a reasonable likelihood of being true, but which
he cannot vouch for out of direct observation or experience” (Jacobsen. 1986: 3).
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This second interpretation is more helpful in any analysis of English evidentiality. In
effect, evidentiality in English is the attribution of the truth content of a KC to an-
other speaker/source. When a speaker says that, “x is a fact” and this speaker indi-
cates that this belief that x is a fact is based upon the knowledge of a third party, it
is the citing of this third party that
1. Attributes the knowledge to a third party (as opposed to first-hand experi-
ence) and therefore does not take responsibility for the truth content of the
KC.
2. Indicates who is responsible for the truth content of the KC.
3. Indicates the speaker’s ability to discern between good sources of informa-
tion and bad sources of information, which, in effect, marks the value of
their content.
In summary, the reasons for citing a source in a political speech are to show
the knowledge comes from a suitably well-informed body, to show that the respon-
sibility for the truth content of that knowledge rests with the source and not the
speaker, and to display the speaker’s pedigree as a discerning consumer of informa-
tion.
Omitting Sources
There are good reasons to omit sources in political speeches. Firstly, politicians
may need to observe national security, or the source may request anonymity. But
perhaps the best reason to omit the source rests in Grice’s Maxims. When outlining
his ideas on conversational implicature, Grice (1986: 22-40) laid out four conversa-
tional maxims.
The maxim of quantity
1. Make your contribution as informative as is required.
2. Do not make your contribution more informative than required.
The maxim of quality
1. Do not say that which you believe to be false.
2. Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence.
The maxim of relation
1. Be relevant
The maxim of manner
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2. Avoid obscurity
3. Avoid ambiguity
4. Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity)
5. Be orderly
The maxims of quantity, quality, and manner all lend themselves to supporting
the idea that a source may be omitted if, and only if, the citing of that source will
represent unnecessary information. Precisely what is meant by necessary is subjec-
tive and this room for interpretation will permit room for misunderstanding, but it
should not be necessarily interpreted as nefarious.
Repairing misunderstanding
When two speakers are having a conversation and one of them does not under-
stand something that has been said by the other, this something represents the
trouble-source (Schegloff. 2007: 100-101). A trouble-source is that element in an
adjacency pair that requires repair. The speakers will then attempt to formulate a re-
pair. “These forms for the other-initiation of repair are largely questions, and, in any
case, they are first-pair parts. They select the speaker of the trouble source they
have located as the next speaker, and make the relevant second-pair part to be sup-
plying a repair for the trouble which that speaker can see to be involved”
(Schegloff. 2007: 101). A simple example Schegloff gives is the following interac-
tion;
1 A: Were you in therapy with a private doctor?
2 B: Yah.
3 A: Have you ever tried a clinic?
4 B: -> What?
5 A: Have you ever tried a clinic?
6 B: No, I don’t want to go to a clinic.
(Taken from Schegloff. 2007:102)
In this example, the trouble-source occurs on line 3 and so on line 4 speaker B
requests repair. On line 5 speaker A repeats the question from line 3 and speaker B
does not indicate any further need for repair, suggesting the repair has succeeded.
The sequence is important;
3 A: Trouble-source
4 B: Request for repair
5 A: Repair
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6 B: Continuation, suggesting successful repair in L5
This repair sequence obviously works for such trouble-sources as mishearing
but it needs to be shown that it also works with citing an unspecified source. Re-
pairing an unspecified source can be seen occurring in (4).
(4) [They say Kobe is a fashionable place]
1 Carol: they always say Kobe is a fashion, fashionable.
2 M: Mmmh do you think that’s true? Kobe is a fashionable place?
3 Ben: More fashionable than Osaka?
4 M: Yeah, I mean, what’s different
5 Alan: They have a fashion museum in Kobe
6 Carol: Yeah, on Rokko Island
7 Alan: But I mean, I don’t . . . mmmh.
8 M: But it doesn’t leap out at you, I mean, I don’t go around Kobe and
9 go
10 Alan: Personally, I’ve never been in it
11 Carol: But a lot of people who aren’t from Kobe they do come to Kobe
12 because they do say that people in Kobe do kind of present
13 themselves differently
14 Ben: I’ve heard that. Absolutely
15 Alan: Yeah
16 Ben: That is true
In Line 1 Carol cites the unspecified source “they” when seeking to attribute
the KC that ‘Kobe is a fashionable place’. This statement is immediately identified
as a trouble-source by M on L2 and again by Ben on L3. This remains problematic
until line 11 when Carol now identifies the source as ‘people who aren’t from
Kobe’. When Carol defines the unspecified source that was hitherto ‘they’ Ben and
Alan accept this as repair. They orient towards the source specification rather than
the truth content of the source. The epistemic primacy of the source (people who
aren’t from Kobe) would be hard to assert. The epistemic primacy appears to come
from the endoxic quality of the source, i.e., it is a lot of people who hold this opin-
ion; the quality of the belief is of secondary force to the quantity of people holding
this belief. Epistemic primacy can be found in numbers as well as depth.
In a conversation, when a trouble source arises, the remedy for this discourse
breakdown is to identify the trouble-source, which should, in turn, allow discourse
repair. This approach to repair works for problems that might arise from unspecified
sources, as well as other more common trouble-sources.
Stuart CUNNINGHAM１６８
Political Speeches as Conversation
Political speeches are not conversation. They are written texts but designed to
be spoken and not read. Yet, there is a degree of similarity between a speech and a
conversation with regard to discourse repair. If there is no trouble-source then there
will be no need for a journalist to follow up, requesting clarification. If there is a
trouble-source then a journalist will ask for repair and the speaker should provide
repair. The repair sequence seen in a conversation can be compared with the poten-
tial repair sequence with a political speech
Repair sequence for conversation
3 A: Trouble-source
4 B: Request for repair
5 A: Repair
6 B: Continuation, suggesting successful repair
Repair sequence for a political speech
1 A: Political Speech
2 B: Request for clarification
3 A: Clarification
4 B: Continuation, suggesting successful repair
The Two Examples
Unlike (1), (2), and (3), the examples given in (5) and (6) are real examples
from political speeches made by Donald Trump. They are excerpts from established
political reporters in established media outlets (PolitiFact and Bloomberg News).
These examples both contain examples of an unspecified source as justification for a
knowledge claim, as well as the suggestion that the media outlet sought the names
of the source from the speaker’s representatives (candidate Trump’s campaign in (5)
and President Trump’s White House in (6)) and did not receive the request for clari-
fication.
(5) [On the campaign trail]
On the campaign trail, in September 28th, 2015, then presidential candidate
Donald Trump, talking about the unemployment figures released by the Obama ad-
ministration, said, “The number isn’t reflective . . . I’ve seen numbers of 24 percent
. . . I actually saw a number of 42 percent unemployment. Forty-two percent . . .
5.3 percent unemployment . . . that is the biggest joke there is in this country. . . .
The unemployment rate is probably 20 percent, but I will tell you, you have some
great economists that will tell you it’s a 30, 32. And the highest I’ve heard so far is
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42 percent.” We asked the Trump campaign for a source of the 42 percent figure,
but they didn’t respond.
It is important to note that these are newspaper reports of a political speech and
so the actual speech is reported (and, as mentioned above, there were multiple re-
ports from multiple media outlets, and they were all in agreement as to the tran-
scription) and the media outlets’ requests for clarification of the unspecified sources
are also included.
(6) [I was with the CEO]
“I was with one of the greatest companies in the world. The chief executive of-
ficer. Very short while ago. And it really affects him,” Trump said at a July 31
campaign rally in Tampa, referring to his controversial use of tariffs. “He said ‘You
know what, this does affect our company. But, Mr President, keep going. You’re
doing the right thing.” Trump didn’t identify his supporter, and the White House
won’t say who it is.
Ouorunnipa 2018
In the two examples above I have highlighted the KCs (in bold font) and the
request/refusal for the names of the sources (underlined). For ease of reference I
have restructured the conversations below.
(5) [On the campaign trail]
1 On the campaign trail, in September 28th, 2015,
2 then presidential candidate Donald Trump,
3 talking about the unemployment figures released by the Obama administration,
said,
4 “The number isn’t reflective . . .
5 I’ve seen numbers of 24 percent . . .
6 I actually saw a number of 42 percent unemployment.
7 Forty-two percent . . .
8 5.3 percent unemployment . . .
9 that is the biggest joke there is in this country. . . .
10 The unemployment rate is probably 20 percent,
11 but I will tell you,
12 you have some great economists that will tell you it’s a 30, 32.
13 And the highest I’ve heard so far is 42 percent.”
14 . . .
15 We asked the Trump campaign for a source of the 42 percent figure,
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16 but they didn’t respond.
Jacobsen 2015
In (5) candidate Trump refers to three unspecified sources; 24 % (L5), 42%
(L6 & L13), and 30/32% (L12), as well as making a hedged averral (L10), which
rests in the middle of the contentious extremes that have been established. The me-
dia outlet (not the reporter, as indicated by the ‘we’ in the request) identifies the
42% claim as a trouble-source and seeks repair by contacting the Trump campaign.
At this point, the sequence is
L1-13 Trump Campaign: Unspecified sources as justification for a knowledge
claim.
L15-16 Media Outlet: Establish trouble-source as nature of unspecified source.
Request for repair.
As it stands, this sequence is unproblematic. The use of unspecified sources in
the speech can quite comfortably be ascribed to an adherence to the Gricean max-
ims. It is perfectly reasonable to assume that a presidential candidate has access to a
number of reports that are not widely available and a speech that focuses on content
rather than sources is not remarkable in itself.
A very similar analysis can be made for (8).
(6) [I was with the CEO]
1 “I was with one of the greatest companies in the world.
2 The chief executive officer. Very short while ago.
3 And it really affects him,”
4 Trump said at a July 31 campaign rally in Tampa,
5 referring to his controversial use of tariffs.
6 “He said ‘You know what, this does affect our company.
7 But, Mr President, keep going. You’re doing the right thing.”
8 Trump didn’t identify his supporter, and the White House won’t say who it is.
President Trump refers to an unspecified source in lines 1-7. Again, this claim
fits in with Gricean maxims. Also, it is not particularly noteworthy that a famous
billionaire should have friends who are successful businesspeople and that these
friends have compatible political beliefs. The sequence of this excerpt can be repre-
sented as:
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L1-7 President: Unspecified sources as justification for a knowledge claim.
L8 Media Outlet: Establish trouble-source as nature of unspecified source. Re-
quest for repair.
Discussion
What is problematic with both these excerpts is not the use of unspecified
sources; the use of unspecified sources is understandable from the perspective of
Gricean maxims, and it is reasonable that candidate and then President Trump
would have access to the sources that he uses as support for his KCs in both ex-
cerpts. What is problematic is the fact that the requests for repair were ignored. Of
course, we do not know the reason why there was no repair offered and there may
be an understandable reason in both cases. However, in a situation that is as high
stake as these situations, and given the ubiquitous discussions of ‘the optics’ of
most scenarios, it is puzzling that this failure to repair has not been addressed. It is
all too easy to imagine nefarious reasons for this failure and there is a willingness
on both sides of the political aisle to ascribe disreputable motives to each other.
But it is just as easy to imagine understandable intentions. For the figure of
42% unemployment, PolitiFact actually managed to track down the source them-
selves and they outlined the basis of the number 42% based on this source:
Stockman calculated that there are currently 210 million Americans between
the ages of 16 and 68 -- what he calls a “plausible measure of the potential work-
force.” If you assume that each of those people is able to hold down a full-time job,
he wrote, they would offer a total of 420 billion potential working hours. However,
during 2014, Stockman noted, only 240 billion working hours were actually re-
corded by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. If you run the numbers, “the real unem-
ployment rate was 42.9 percent,” Stockman wrote.
Jacobsen. 2015.
The article further noted that many economists took issue with this interpreta-
tion of the statistics. However, this figure was not the final figure that candidate
Trump was arguing was the true figure (he averred a much lower 20%). It is diffi-
cult to understand why an unspecified source could not be named when requested.
As noted above, specifying a source attributes the truth content of the KC to that
source. The speech that mentioned this figure was not aligning with the 42% claim
and thus attributing the KC to the source could have served to distance the speaker
from the claim. As to the CFO as a source, it is not a challenge to imagine a busi-
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ness man or woman who has friends on both sides of the political aisle and who
does not allow a private political belief to interfere with fiduciary duty requesting to
remain anonymous, especially in the current highly charged political environment.
There was a failure to repair the trouble-source in both instances but it does not im-
mediately follow that there was a cover up taking place. It does, however, represent
a failure to understand a basic expectation in ongoing dialogues.
Conclusion
“One of the perennial challenges of being a critical thinker is to be appropri-
ately sceptical without being indiscriminately cynical” (Baggini. 2017: 42). Using an
unspecified source is not uncommon, nor is it indicative of a falsehood. When a
source remains unspecified the remedy is a simple, everyday remedy: ask for clarifi-
cation. Whereas discourse repair in conversation is immediate and the speaker re-
mains immediately accountable for their KCs, in political speeches there is no im-
mediate accountability and thus repair is not always immediate. There will be a
more drawn out process and some trouble-sources may remain unrepaired. Baggini
(2017: 25) recommends an epistemic triage for dealing with KCs. In this process,
the KC is examined reflectively before a judgement is made. Any consumer of po-
litical news would be well served to consider this advice.
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